EDITORIAL
Filling the gapsbroadening our understanding of key issues in early years education: practitioner perspectives, pedagogical practices and sociocultural contexts.
In this edition we re-visit some traditional themes prevalent in the field of early education which offer new insights into contexts or practices that are under-researched. The articles provide a productive way forward in helping to fill some of the gaps in the field and extend our understanding of collective issues. Many of the articles exemplify how early years practitioners around the world share common challenges in implementing effective practice, such as the dissonance between espoused principles and practice and the impact of policy directives that may inhibit play-based pedagogy. At the same time, the articles identify the particular nuances of diverse sociocultural contexts within early years provision not just around the world, but within different settings in a single country. In our global society where external and internal migration trends continue to contribute to the prevalence of children from diverse cultural backgrounds in early years settings, pedagogical practices proactively need to address the potential clashes between host and heritage cultures. For example, between collectivist cultures and those that emphasise autonomy. The enculterisation process is not the only sociocultural dimension early years educators need to accommodate. Different cultural practices and educational philosophies feed into and are fed by practitioners' own perspectives of quality practice and another key theme linking the articles in this edition is the importance and implications of practitioners' beliefs and attitudes on their pedagogical practices. In relation to practitioner perspectives, many of these articles reflect on the varying nature of the adult role and how it manifests in promoting young children's early learning. For example, notions of 'letting go' to facilitate enquiry-based learning or more formal didactic styles of interventions are explored, which illustrate how the debate regarding the adult role remains a contentious issue for early years practitioners (Rose and Rogers 2012; McInnes et al. 2013) .
It is also worth noting the rich range of research methodologies utilised by the authors of these articles. We have examples of methodological approaches that provide an in-depth case study of an individual practitioner's approach to practice to broad-based surveys of cultural practices across numerous settings. Traditional psychometric measures are used in one article to ascertain insights into children's capabilities. In another the use of visual research in the form of drawings and photographs facilitates the engagement of children to participate in data collection. The wide-ranging methodologies inevitably necessitated the utilisation of varying data analytical tools from traditional inferential statistics and software tools to more qualitative-based deductive applications of theoretical frameworks and inductive thematic analyses.
In the first article the adult role is problematised through the lens of enquiry-based pedagogical practice particularly in relation to young children's scientific learning. Through an indepth case study, the paper explores how an infant teacher in England was able to 'expand her pedagogical repertoire' by 'letting go' of more formal and traditional ways of supporting children's scientific curiosity and understanding. The examination of the teacher's journey towards relinquishing her control revealed the myriad of barriers facing practitioners within the habitus of formal schooling where enculturisation into particular pedagogical approaches, such as leading the children towards making accurate explanations rather than facilitating their own discovery, makes 'letting go' more challenging. The authors identify the principles of enquiry-based practice and their findings resonate with existing research which suggests how such approaches to learning facilitate important skills such as cooperative learning, generates greater curiosity and creativity, and promotes a sense of self-agency in children. The authors hope that this case study illustration will encourage other practitioners to 'let go' and embrace a more enquiry-based practice.
The next article provides a reminder for pedagogical practices to take heed of young children's cultural heritages and the process of adapting to new values, norms and behaviours within a host culture. The development of new and/or bicultural identities can be more challenging if different values are placed on children's capabilities such as (in the case of this article), their social competence. Focusing on Chinese children in Australian settings, the authors use a range of measurements to explore the correlations between young children's host and heritage cultural orientations and their social competence. They take this association a step further by also considering gender variances, adding some interesting findings to the evidence base. Their findings demonstrate the complexities of the enculterisation process, but part of their findings indicate that that in an early years setting, participation in heritage cultural activities and endorsement of heritage cultural obligations are positively associated with social competences such as social skills and peer acceptance. Their research serves as a reminder for pedagogical practices to develop intervention and prevention programmes for ethic minority children who may experience social adjustment difficulties in their orientation from heritage to host cultures in childcare settings and to take account potential gender differences in the process of adjustment.
Pedagogical practices are strongly determined by practitioner perspectives. In the third article of this edition the authors present their research on Chinese practitioners' perspectives of the use of information communications technology (ICT) in their provision. In this respect, the article reviews another common theme identified in this editionhow practitioners' perspectives directly shape pedagogical practice. This topical article recaps the debate regarding the use of technology in early years provision and notes that little evidence exists on this issue from Chinese early education. Their findings suggest that whilst the preschool teachers had some enthusiasm and an emerging understanding of the role and prevalence of ICT, the potential for active and meaningful integration of ICT for early learning and development was limited by a lack of deep pedagogical understanding and vision for its use. The authors call for more explicit policy guidance and support for practitioners to harness teachers' positive disposition for ICT use and knowledge of ICT-focused pedagogies. This, in turn, the authors rightly suggest, would facilitate more opportunities for active and creative implementation of ICT within Chinese early childhood classrooms.
The next article in this edition turns our attention to another sociocultural dimension that all early years educators recognise as a key factor in early learning and developmentthe home learning environment (HLE). The article echoes similar programmes being developed in England, such as the REAL project, where early years practitioners are facilitating parents to support their children's literacy development through 'light touch, low cost' interventions. Studies that focus on building the capacity of primary caregivers to increase informal learning opportunities in the home, remain an under-developed area of research. This study reports on a successful pilot intervention programme in Australia that incorporated both literacy and numeracy activities to support young children's progress. The study also explored correlations between specific aspects of the HLE with different child outcomes and how the kinds of activities undertaken in the home environment predict literacy and numeracy competencies. As with other articles in this edition, this paper highlights the variability of the sociocultural environment on the quality of children's early (in this case, informal) education and brings us to a point raised earlier regarding the impact of migration, suggesting programmes such as these should be a primary target for interventions with families with a background of migration and/or low SES.
Although the fifth paper in this edition addresses the context of New Zealand, it will no doubt resonate with many early years educators globally with its focus on the diversity of service provision, not simply between different types of organisations but on the diversity within particular services and settings. The study encompasses a national survey of provision and experiences in working with diverse children and their families. We also return to a shared theme across several articles in this edition, as it reviews practitioners' perspectives on the challenges and successes encountered when working with children from diverse family backgrounds. The paper considers how practitioners' attitudes towards diversity clearly influence whether they perceive working with diverse children and families positively or as a challenge. The significance of embracing diversity is highlighted and the authors' discussion of the implications of their findings echo earlier articles which call for policy changes to increase support and training for practitioners. The paper also highlights how practitioners' dispositions and attitudes affect the enculturisation and inclusion process and daily pedagogical practices.
Another familiar challenge for early years educators is explored in the next article. In this paper the authors add to the evidence base of the challenges facing early years educators around the world in meeting competing curricular policies and demands. Practitioners' views and experiences are investigated in this study which reveals some of the tensions early years educators in Ireland encounter in attempting to implement the non-statutory early years curriculum framework Aistear. Like many national early years frameworks around the world, the Irish Aistear's focuses on creating a holistic play-based pedagogy and practice which values learning dispositions but faces competition in the form of the inspected primary school curriculum (PSC) which centres on the acquisition of subject knowledge and developmental goals. Expectations generated by the PSC creates conflicts for practitioners who are required to meet academic targets whilst also adopting the relatively new child-led Aistear pedagogical approach. Findings demonstrate that whilst the practitioners acknowledge the importance of play for early learning, there was little evidence that Aistear has transformed classroom teaching, with more formal, didactic teaching styles remaining and play affording only peripheral status. The ambiguity of the role of the adult in children's play-based learning activities is highlighted. Like other papers in this edition, the authors call for effective training to address the dissonance and improve understanding and pedagogical practice.
A key issue identified towards the end of the previous article is the importance of children being an active agent in their own learning. Our final article brings us back to a key idea also considered in the first articlehow pedagogical practices can generate children's sense of agency. Embracing a sociocultural perspective, this article shows how visual aids generated by the young participants were utilised as a stimulus for reflective discussion in order to explore the nuances within everyday experiences of young children's sense of agency. The authors engage with the notion of 'radical passivity' as a theoretical framework to interrogate their data more deeply and identify some of the subtle dynamics operating within young children's sense of agency, whilst also highlighting the situative, distributed and socioculturally mediated nature of children's sense of agency. The article calls attention to the way in which young children's intentions emerge and the need for early years educators not only to recognise the complexity of young children's engagement in their own learning, but also to be mindful of routine activities that might still create opportunities for reciprocal learning.
